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EIGHT’S POWERS AND THE THEMES OF STRANGER THINGS
Mason Kupiainen
The Duffer brothers hit series Stranger Things focuses on a group of teenaged
protagonists coming of age in the early 1980s in a small town in fictional
Hawkins, Indiana which has been taken over by monsters from another
world, the Upside Down, after scientists force a young girl, Eleven, to open
the portal using her telekinetic abilities. Viewers watch as Eleven escapes
from this imprisonment within Hawkins Laboratory and establishes a
friendship with a group of boys, Mike, Lucas and Dustin. She helps them find
their missing friend Will, who is lost in the Upside Down.
The second season of Stranger Things introduced audiences to the
character Kali (known as Eight by the tattooed ID on her wrist), another test
subject who was experimented on in Hawkins’s Lab, along with Eleven. Kali
first appears in the opening scene of the season; however, she is absent from
the next six episodes before being brought back for the seventh titled “The
Lost Sister.” Here, it is revealed that she endured much of the same torture as
Eleven, but unlike her, Kali took a different path morally. Although Eleven
has killed people, she isn’t out for revenge in the same bloodthirsty manner in
which Kali has been depicted. Despite this difference in character traits, they
both have psychic powers from drugs their parents received during their
pregnancies. Eleven is able to control objects with her mind, which is
ahomage to a few famous Stephen King characters, especially those from
Carrie, Firestarter, and possibly The Shining. However, I argue Kali’s set of
abilities have a deeper meaning related to a common theme which is woven
throughout the series: the lack of trust in media.
Episode seven, “The Lost Sister”, takes place mainly in abandoned
buildings, alleyways, and other places where graffiti is commonly seen. This
allowed the creators to slip in clues, references, and hidden meanings within
the graffiti on set. One hidden detail that appears often throughout the
episode is the number eight, a reference to Kali’s given number. It appears in
graffiti and other places as well, but two appearances, in particular, stand out
as having more meaning.
While the number simply appears alone in the background, two
instances in which eight is embedded makes it stand out. During the episode,
Eleven and Kali are sitting on top of a roof discussing their powers (11:34).
This is where we get our first explanation of what set of powers Kali
possesses. Demonstrating them to Eleven by creating a butterfly from her
hands, we get two descriptions of her powers that seem to match up with two
hidden eights in the background. Kali’s first explanation states, “I can make
people see, or not see, whatever I choose.” Her second detail comes when
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she shows Eleven the butterfly. “This butterfly, it isn’t real. I’ve just
convinced your mind it is. Think of it as a kind of magic.” Both of these
descriptions do a fine job of explaining how Kali’s powers function. When
comparing how they hide the number eights within the background of the
episode, however, it could make these lines of dialogue pack more meaning.
The second description seems to be referenced early in the episode before the
explanation is given. Before Eleven meets Kali and the group, a graffiti-stye
Magic 8 ball can be seen, possibly being a reference to her powers being “like
magic” (8:30). This hidden detail isn’t the only time within the episode where
Kali’s powers are referenced within the showcasing of the number.
Before the opening-title credits roll, Eleven’s mother, who has been in
a catatonic state ever since her search for her abducted daughter Eleven/Jane
resulted in Hawkins Lab inducing electroshock therapy on her, is seen staring
into a television screen when the words “Action News 8” appear. The camera
focuses on this as the number eight begins to increase in size (4:53). Since the
other number eights appear within graffiti and are never the center focus of
attention, this one stands out. Because Kali describes her powers as being
able to “make people see, or not see, whatever I choose,” the eight in the
news channel could be reflecting that description, or potentially be Kali
reaching out to Eleven subliminally. Embedding the eight within the news
title also seems to be the creators commenting on the media’s power to make
others believe what they want.
Going back to the first season of Stranger Things, there have been
elements of corporations and the media trying to mislead the public with false
narratives, thus making them believe whatever they wanted. For example, in
the fourth episode of the first season, “The Body”, we see Hopper
investigating Will’s body after it had been found in the lake. When cutting the
body open, it was revealed to simply be a doll (45:43). This discovery was a
cover-up by Hawkins Lab to mislead people, demonstrating this theme within
the plot of the show. Later on in “The Pollywog” (3.2), we see Lucas
explaining to Max, who just moved to Hawkins from California, what people
thought of the sudden disappearance and reappearance of Will (11:05). The
news made it seem that the body found in the lake was another missing child,
and authorities mistook the child for Will. With the body being found and
Will later being saved from the Upside Down, we see the government, the
media, Hawkins lab, and anyone else involved with creating those false
narratives use their power to mask the truth. While these false narratives are
not to the extent to which Kali’s powers allow her to fool others, we still see
manipulation and misleading occurring within the narrative of the series.
“Dig Dug” (2.5) gives the character Murray, a former investigative
journalist who believes Russians have invaded Hawkins and who essentially
embodies this theme of distrust in the media, more prominence within the
series. One detail, in particular, occurs when he explains to Nancy and
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Jonathan, the young couple who want to expose the truth of Hawkins Lab,
about watering down the news to make it more palatable (43:26). This doesn’t
exactly fully push the theme of misleading the news, but it still brings up an
interesting point about how the media presents the news. The information we
receive from the media or the government may not throw a false narrative,
but may downplay some information to make it seem less harsh than it really
is, or to heighten things to make them seem more important. Although his
character doesn’t trust what the officials or media tell him, the creators poke
fun at the opposite way of thinking when Mike’s father agrees to stay silent
about Eleven, stating that “we’re all patriots in this house”(2.2, 4:08). This
further presents the narrative the creators seem to be pushing that skepticism
is a good thing, and we shouldn’t blindly follow whatever is presented to us
without question. However, with the rise of Americans not trusting the media
or the government, could all of these references and nodes possibly be a
slight reference to our modern culture or just a throwback to the past?
A study done through Forbes found that 56% of Americans believe
that reporters are purposely feeding lies to mislead people (Meek, 2021).
There has always been a paranoia within America that officials are lying.
Although not a product of the ’80s, Mulder and Scullyhowed through The XFiles that distrust in the government is not a new phenomenon, and that there
are people who believe there are mass cover-ups of “top-secret” information
(Landsbaum, 2016). Ghostbusters, Indiana Jones, and E.T the Extra-Terrestrial all
dabbled with governments and organizations trying to cover up the truth.
Certainly, the series pays homage to the creator's favorite things within pop
culture, so the inclusion of common themes from other properties is not a
new element to be thrown into Stranger Things. The series has had Cold War
and Russian invasion elements, which were common threats within 80s films,
such as Red Dawn and Rocky IV. One or two references would support this
claim of it purely being clever winks to the love of classic films and television,
but having whole characters represent this theme showcases the message
more prominently.
Along with this thinking, if the creators wanted to represent the 80s
as honestly as possible, they would not have showcased such as
overabundance of mistrust in the government. During the 80s, President
Reagan maintained popularity among Americans. There were hiccups,
especially in 1982 when America was suffering a recession they hadn’t felt
since the Great Depression. Nevertheless, Reagan was able to regrow his
popularity throughout the decade, earning trust among Americans as the 80s
became filled with wealth seekers, materialistic goods, and yuppies (History,
2018). Looking at the media, there was evidence of mistrust among the
population. During the 70s, trust in the media was declining, due mostly to
government and presidential lies, such as Watergate (Schudson, 2019). With
the previous history of suspicion, it would make sense for certain characters
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to be on guard and would explain these themes being woven into the
narrative. While mistrust in government and media has only grown in
popularity in recent years, this theme could be a reflection of our modern
culture and be a clever way to respect the past while reflecting on our
present.
Drawing the rest of these connections together, the inclusion of the
number eight in the news logo holds much more meaning. Although the
theme of misleading information in media and the government may not be a
prominent theme that is given center stage, it seems to be one constantly
woven throughout the series. Just as Murray waters down his vodka, the
creators may have subtly and secretly hidden this theme throughout the
course of the show. With films like Ghostbusters, The Deadzone, and E.T. all
having elements of government mistrust, it would be logical that Stranger
Things carries this similar theme as well. However, it doesn’t truly represent
the culture and society's thinking during the decade, making it seem more like
the creators holding a mirror up to modern audiences. It’s more likely the
creators are reflecting how they see society's thinking today and want to
comment on it, or at least draw inspiration from modern ways of thinking
and embed it into their storytelling. Either way, the inclusion of Kali and her
abilities, as well as placing the number in the news channel’s logo seems to be
connecting to a much larger theme of mistrust that has been built slowly and
quietly throughout the show.
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